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If there's a single word to sum up the implications of Justin Trudeau's cabinet moves for the pandemic recovery, it's 
activist. 


In fact, he has put some real-life activists in charge of a big chunk of that recovery - Steven Guilbeault to 
environment and Ahmed Hussen to the new position of housing minister. 


And that's bound to ruffle some feathers - especially among those whose investment is needed to execute a green 
recovery and stability in the housing market. 


On the climate side, moving Jonathan Wilkinson from environment to natural resources minister means putting a 
pro-business but dedicated environmentalist at the head of the department often known for its boosterism of oil, gas 
and mining. 


Wilkinson made it clear on Tuesday that finding ways to reduce greenhouse gas emissions is still his first priority. 
That's a controversy in itself. 


But the larger controversy, of course, comes from moving Guilbeault to environment minister. 


His history as a climate activist is well-known, partly because he wears it on his sleeve. He likes to tell a story about 
how he got his start when he was five years old, climbing a tree in his neighbourhood and refusing to come down in 
an effort to prevent a developer from chopping it down. 


He was arrested for climbing the CN Tower in 2001, while he was at Greenpeace. 


And now he has climbed the ranks of the federal cabinet - just as Trudeau heads off to two major summits in 
Europe with the goal of brandishing Canada's mixed record on climate change. 


For environmentalists, especially in Quebec where Guilbeault draws his political base, the new environment 
minister represents conviction, a diehard approach to cutting greenhouse gases that will push the federal Liberals 
more aggressively towards meeting our emissions targets. 


Indeed, Trudeau and Guilbeault both indicated Tuesday they were thinking along those lines too, saying the cabinet 
move was a recognition that the public wants Ottawa to move faster. 


But faster means making good on election promises to cap carbon emissions from oil and gas, and then pushing 
them lower over time. That's a promise that will pressure the oilpatch to either invest and innovate, or simply cut 
production to comply. 
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Guilbeault will also have to make regular decisions on whether to give development projects the green light as they 
move through the environmental assessment system. That's a lot more fraught than a five-year-old climbing a tree 
to stand in the developers’ way. 


To be sure, Guilbeault has mellowed since his days of climbing the CN Tower. He founded Equiterre, an 
environmental organization that prided itself on finding practical solutions to climate change. And then in 2019, he 
ran for the Liberals, with all that means for compromise on climate, pipelines and economic growth. 


But in a recent report on how to push Canada's economy to net-zero emissions by 2050, the Royal Bank estimates 
we'll need about $2 trillion - or $60 billion a year for 30 years - to invest in all manner of projects, experiments, 
technology and new processes. And the best results come from business working hand in hand for government to 
create the right investment conditions. 


Guilbeault the tower-climbing activist is not the person who will persuade the private sector to pile on. It will have to 
be Guilbeault the practical politician who does that work - and that approach will undoubtedly upset the core of 
environmentalist support that the new minister brings to the table. 


"His own personal background and track record on these issues suggests somebody who is more of an absolutist 
than a pragmatist when it comes to finding solutions," Alberta Premier Jason Kenney said Tuesday, adding, "| hope 
that he would send a signal that he's willing to work co-operatively." 


It's a similar story on housing. 


As with climate change, the Liberal election platform contained some hefty promises that will require a broad view. 
While there were some commitments on affordable housing, the emphasis was really on the middle class and 
alleviating the high prices that keep first-time home buyers out of the market. 


Hussen has tended to pay more attention to the affordable housing side of the equation - a social policy approach 
to well-being rather than an economic approach to cooling off real estate markets. 


A lawyer by training, Hussen rose to political prominence through his advocacy for the Regent Park housing 
development in Toronto. He became immigration minister in 2017 and then social development and families 
minister in 2019. 


He's no stranger to housing policy. It was part of his old portfolio, and he made his mark bolstering shelter for 
homeless people and rolling out funding through the national housing strategy. 


Now, as the government's focus turns to increasing the housing supply for all levels of income earners, and using 
all the tools at its disposal to take the heat out of housing markets, Hussen's main task will be to focus on the 
middle class and economic stability. 


The energy both these activist ministers bring to their files can certainly drive the pandemic recovery to a certain 
extent. But neither of them can afford to be purists. 
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